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Abstract. Utopia, as a paradigm of the perfect community, features the tension 
between an idea and reality but like a versatile mould, it enables reality and 
imagination to merge. The same tension, though, characterizes the relationship 
between society and religion, which may act as the transcendental dimension of 
the utopian dream. Reason and science alone cannot justify new ideas, which 
demand support from tradition and religion. Utopia may lead religion to 
reconsider some precepts, sustaining both the promise of Paradise and the 
creation of a heaven on earth, restoring the unity of humanity and the original 
perfection, in fact enabling redemption. 
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Introduction 
 
For some thinkers, while the 

disappearance of ideology would 
affect only particular communities or 
groups, the eclipse of utopia would 
be a true disaster.1 It is possible to be 
more or less in agreement with this 
statement. In any case, since the 
imagination of the ideal society has 
been called a fundamental human 
trait, there is no doubt that utopia has 
been central to history, starting from 
the line of thought related to Western 
constitutionalism. At the same time, 
though, we do not exactly know its 
full implications. This is manly due 
to its challenging relationship with 
the real world, which implies the 

correlation between utopia and time-
memory.2 

The construction of imaginary 
worlds, free from the problems and 
complications that beset us in reality, 
takes place in one form or another in 
utopian texts: these texts and the 
relative ideas exist because of the real 
world. However, one of the most 
important characteristics of these 
texts is that their contents do not exist 
in concrete or empirical reality. This 
is because their existence would 
mean the end of utopia: a utopian 
idea collapses when realised. 
Nonetheless, or maybe precisely for 
this reason, utopia becomes a 
powerful instrument to change or 
reshape the real world.  



POLIS 

 28

This is particularly true for those 
utopian texts that are normally 
embedded in origin and destination 
myths, where the good life is not 
available to us in this world: it is 
confined to either a lost golden age or 
a world beyond death. Perhaps, it is 
not by chance that this image is also 
very helpful for illustrating the 
potential of utopian ideas (never 
realised, but endlessly fascinating) 
contained in ancient religious texts, 
whose precepts continue to inspire 
and impact existing cultures.3  

Utopia has in effect an affinity 
with religion in having an element of 
wishful thinking: there is no scien-
tific proof of their existence, but both 
utopia and religion(s) exist manly 
because they are directed at persons 
who do not normally find satisfaction 
in the present reality. In this manner, 
the real world influences the content 
of utopian texts, as the current 
interpretations of religious (ancient 
sacred) books are often influenced by 
analysis and diagnosis of the existing 
reality. The mingling relation between 
utopia and religious beliefs is also 
reinforced by the fact that religion can 
be seen as an important resource of 
utopian material and a space in which 
this material may be created and 
shaped.4 

The starting point of this article is 
the role of religion in the 1516 
famous book of Thomas More, who 
first coined the term “utopia” giving 
to it the basic conceptual structure, in 
the modern sense of the expression. 
The evolution of the relationship 
between religion and utopia will be 

then investigated with the reference 
of some utopian authors in the 
development of Western thought.  

In this manner, I will try to 
demonstrate that this relationship was 
the basis of the spiritual dimension of 
utopia that, under the influence of the 
of the Enlightenment thinkers of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
was translated into the belief in 
human action, supporting a vision of 
‘ideal paradise’ without God; which 
was later placed at the service of the 
contemporary Leviathan State and its 
mortal Gods (nation, demos, race, 
political party, etc.). Thus, during and 
after the great tragedies of the 
twentieth century, utopia itself began 
to be questioned by an opposite genre 
called “dystopia”, which still enjoys a 
great success today. At the same time, 
however, in some parts of the world 
utopia is now experiencing an un-
expected revival that, once again, is 
supported by some religious doctrines, 
such as those referring to Islam.  

 
 
The Role of Religion in 
Thomas More’s Nova Insula 
 
There have been countless 

attempts to define utopia, whether as 
a literary genre or as an important 
concept of Western thought. There is 
in any case a tendency to think of 
utopia as being the “no place”, which 
means the good-perfect place. This 
connection is evident in Thomas 
More’s famous book, where the ideal 
State of Utopia is a result of a word 
pun referring to Greek words ou (no 
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or not) and topos (place). From here 
stemmed the name for the new island 
(nova insula) in the book titled 
Libellus vere aureus, nec minus 
salutaris quam festivus, de optimo rei 
publicae statu deque nova insula 
Utopia, which was first published in 
1516 and where a range of temporal 
glances are visible.  

In this book the “no place” is 
presented as a reality distinct from 
Tudor England. Nevertheless, a 
backward look is also possible, for 
the narrator drew upon the memory 
of his visit to nova insula to construct 
his account. More’s personal view-
memory of the utopian people 
(Utopians) was then used to explain 
the extraordinary characteristics of 
no-place. There is controversy on 
how far the Author was advocating 
the utopian life as a model for a 
future England. In succeeding cen-
turies, however, the concept of utopia 
became increasingly associated with 
a gaze into the future and, as such, it 
would be destined to remain a 
paradigm: a prototype of the perfect 
community that, for this very reason, 
is unrealizable. Furthermore, its 
existence and its intellectual fortune 
are based on the impossibility of 
implementing it in practice.  

Since then, utopia has in effect 
constituted a particularly versatile 
typus, giving rise to a constant inter-
play between reality and fiction, 
promise and illusion, the utopian 
commonwealth and the shape that its 
aspirations take. In doing so, Utopia 
drew sustenance from the Author’s 
immersion in the writings of classical 

antiquity and the practices of 
Medieval Christianity, which also 
explains the ambiguous role played 
by religion in the new island.  

In particular, Thomas More 
described the utopian God as a single 
divinity, unknown, eternal, infinite, 
inexplicable, beyond the grasp of the 
human mind, and diffused throughout 
the universe, not physically, but in 
influence. Him they [utopian people] 
call their parent, and to him alone 
they attribute the origin, increase, 
progress, changes and ends of all 
things; they do not offer divine 
honours to any other.5 

This official religion was clearly 
distinguished from superstition. It 
was a religion based on the worship 
of nature. It seems that More derived 
his idea of religion from the real 
world, where he had been expe-
riencing the involuntary nature of 
religious beliefs. So, even though 
Utopia recognised an official reli-
gion, the State’s authority cannot 
force the inhabitants of the island to 
believe in that creed. The instinctive 
nature of religious beliefs led More to 
make utopian people as religiously 
tolerant. While in the island there 
was an official religion, whose priests 
are part of the governance, super-
stition was tolerated. At the same 
time, and for the same reason, Utopia 
suggested that variety in religion was, 
in itself, a good thing. Hence, the 
inhabitants of the island were free to 
worship as each saw fit.  

This is an attractive feature of 
More’s Book, especially when 
related to rational idea of liberal and 
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secularized constitutionalism. But, in 
the light of the secular concept of 
religious freedom, this is also in 
contradiction with the section of the 
book where the Author described the 
only exception to utopian religious 
tolerance: 

[t]he only exception was a solemn 
and strict law against anyone who 
should sink so far below the dignity 
of human nature as to think that the 
soul perishes with the body, or that 
the universe is ruled by blind chance, 
not divine providence.6  

Is it possible to determine the 
reason for this limitation? The 
answer to the question tells us much 
about the role of religion in Utopia.  

The most important characteristic 
of the island is pleasure. Although 
More tells us that the pleasure is 
ordered according to virtue, the 
contents of this virtue are never 
spelled out in the book. What is 
spelled out on several occasions is 
the role of fear in keeping utopian 
people from the pursuit of pleasure. 
And the principal source of fear is the 
punishment after death at the hands 
of a divine judge; what, not by 
accident, “is the greatest and almost 
the only incitement to virtue”.7 
Therefore, those who deny the 
immortality of the soul and assert no 
order to the universe are danger not 
only to divine truth, but also (and 
above all) to the welfare of the island.  

The official religion of Utopia 
maintains the doctrines, which are 
knowable by reason and based on 
immortality and divine providence. 
But it is not because these doctrines 

are true, but because the social order 
depends upon them. In other terms, 
religion in the Island is ordered to the 
good of the commonwealth. And in 
this More’s book may be considered 
a product of its time.  

From this point of view, the 
Author himself is part of the British 
current of liberal thought culminating 
in the 1689 Glorious Revolution, 
whose political and philosophical 
premises remain strongly influenced 
by the Christian tradition. It is not 
surprising, then, that relatively 
shortly after the publication of de 
optimo rei publicae statu deque nova 
insula Utopia, More’s idea about the 
role of religion would find a promi-
sing development in John Locke, the 
champion of the 1689 Revolution, a 
key source of inspiration in the 
advance of modern constitutio-
nalism.8 

An important characteristic of 
Locke, descended from him to the 
British liberal movement, is the lack 
of dogmatism or the presence of few 
convictions: god, our own existence 
and mathematics. The truth is hard to 
ascertain, which means that rational 
man will keep his opinions with 
some measure of doubt. These are the 
basic ideas from which Locke derives 
his religious tolerance. Despite his 
deep religiosity, Locke has always 
accepted divine revelation as real 
source of knowledge, he nevertheless 
hedges round his faith with rational 
safeguards: even revelation must be 
judged by reason, which nevertheless 
remains supreme.9 This is because 
“reason is easier to be understood, 
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than the fancies and intricate con-
trivances of men, following contrary 
and hidden interests put into words”.10 
Like Thomas More, Locke thus 
realizes that religious diversity is 
unavoidable and religious difference 
would prove intractable. Furthermore, 
because “it is only light and evidence 
that can work a change in men’s 
opinion; and that light can in no 
manner proceed from corporal 
suffering, or any other outward 
penalties”,11 the State could not 
enforce religious uniformity.  

Yet these considerations do not 
prevent Locke from affirming the use 
of the State’s force against certain 
doctrines, such as atheism that, by its 
very nature, constitutes a threat to the 
welfare of the commonwealth:  

[t]hose are not at all to be 
tolerated who deny the being of God. 
Promises, covenants, and oaths, 
which are the bound of human 
society, can have no hold upon 
atheist. The taking away of god, 
though but even in thought, dissolves 
everything.12 

As we have seen in the case of 
Utopia, the religious tolerance is thus 
limited by the need to preserve the 
social orders which, according to 
both More and Locke, is threatened 
by those who believe that the world 
and the universe are not ruled by 
divine providence, but by blind 
chance.  

In logical term, it must have been 
clear to Locke that intolerance 
against those who did not believe in 
any God was incompatible with his 
affirmation about the involuntary 

nature of religious creed. But, here 
again, this was due to the fact that, 
like More’s ideas, Locke’s notion of 
religious tolerance was deeply 
influenced by Christian cultural 
framework. Hence, their definition of 
Utopia (More) and commonwealth 
(Locke) was “shaped and dominated 
by a picture of the earthly setting of 
human life as a created order, an 
order designed and controlled by an 
omnipotent, omniscient and also, 
mercifully, benevolent deity: the God 
of Christian”.13 For this very reason, 
both freedom of religion and reli-
gious tolerance became subjected to 
the contingencies of politics directed 
toward public good, as intensely 
influenced by the Christian tradition 
and its dominant position in the 
political, social and cultural fields.14 

All this also is able to explain 
why the biblical Promised Land, the 
theological Garden of Eden, the holy 
new Jerusalem, the sacred Kingdom 
of God are ideas that can be linked to 
the concept of utopia,15 as defined in 
More’s book: they are imaginative 
depictions of places or states of being 
in which society is fundamentally 
different from the society in which 
the texts are read. 

 
 
Utopia and Religious Pluralism  
   
Until now we have discussed the 

role of religion in More’s Utopia 
and its the probable successors: in 
this sense, we have pointed out one 
aspect of the Locke’s thought about 
religious freedom and tolerance. But 
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it is also important to focus the 
attention on its direct predecessor, 
like Plato’s The Laws, Republic and 
the idea of Atlantis mentioned in the 
dialogues Timaeus and Critias as 
well as St. Augustine’s On the City 
of God, in respect of which More 
was indeed a student, having 
publically lectured on it early in his 
career.16 Under this point of view, 
More’s idea about utopia may be 
considered a variant in the line of 
Christian thought. This also means 
that in this context, like his 
predecessors, More interprets the 
Christian tradition having in mind 
the concrete (political, social and 
economic) problems of the existing 
society (what we call the real 
world). Which is even more evident 
in comparison with St. Augustine’s 
On the City of God. 

In this great work of Christian 
antiquity, St. Augustine undertakes 
to defend Christianity against other 
(false) religions, starting from the 
pagans who pursue their own vision 
of divinity: indeed, in the 4th cen-
tury A.C. early Christian community 
used the Latin term paganus in 
reference to people of the Roman 
world who “badly” worshipped 
religions other than Christianity.17 
Among St. Augustine’s many 
concerns are (1) what the purpose of 
religion is and (2) the subordination 
of religion to the good of the Roman 
Empire. In both cases the answer of 
Augustine is very clear. Christianity 
is about happiness, specifically the 
happiness that is eternal life in union 
with God in love. This, as Augustine 

argues, is the city of God, which 
exists invisibly among men in 
history and is defined by its love of 
God. In this love all people find true 
and abiding happiness. When 
persons have any other ultimate 
object of love they will inevitable 
experience unhappiness. It is 
precisely a disordered love that 
characterizes the city of man, in 
which people seek their pleasure 
without God. For this reason, all 
(including the State’s power) should 
be ordered to God, which also 
implies the fact that, according to St. 
Augustine’s ideal city, one love (that 
of the God of the Christians) should 
be honoured and pursued.18  

In Utopia too the official religion 
plays a very important role for the 
pleasure of its citizens. But More is 
aware that forcing people to follow 
only one religion may be counter-
productive to the effort to preserve 
the welfare of the commonwealth; 
what may also explain the role of 
Christianity in itself in the nova 
insula.  

As we know from Utopia, the 
traveller Raphael Hythlodaeus 
(whose tale Thomas More suppo-
sedly transcribes) and his compa-
nions brought Christianity with 
them. Unfortunately, a new convert 
was over zealous. Hythlodaeus then 
reported: 

[a]s soon as he was baptized, he 
took upon himself to preach the 
Christian religion publicly, with 
more zeal than discretion. We 
warned him not to do so, but he 
began to work himself up to a pitch 



Politics between Ideas and Forms. Evolution of Utopian Paradigms 

 33 

where he not only set our religion 
above the rest, but roundly con-
demned all others as profane, 
leading their impious and sacri-
legious followers to the hell-fires 
they richly deserved. After he had 
been preaching in this style for a 
long time, they arrested him. He was 
tried on a charge, not of despising 
their religion, but of creating a 
public disorder, convicted, and 
sentenced to exile.19   

The convert was therefore 
punished, because “one of their 
[utopian people] oldest rules [is] that 
no one should suffer for his 
religion”.20 And the inhabitants of 
Utopia were suffering at by the 
over-zealous preaching of the new 
convert. In order to restore right 
order, he was thus sent into exile: 
for the utopian people he did not 
suffer for his religion, but his 
religious behaviour was disturbing 
the peace of the nova insula.  

Now, it should be noted that the 
most important claim of the 
overzealous Christian is that his 
creed is the (only) true religion. The 
utopian people reply that they whish 
they had only one truest religion, but 
are in any case open to another.21 As 
if they want to say: we utopian 
people (and we may add Thomas 
More) know that there is only a 
religion; but, taking into account the 
fact that at the moment there are 
different way of experiencing faith, 
we would better tolerate other creeds 
rather than oppressing them; this is 
for the good of Utopia, that is to say 
for the need to ensure the 

maintenance of its (idyllic model of) 
social order.  

For the same reason, the only and 
explicit limitation to utopian 
religious tolerance is atheism, the 
idea that the law of chaos, without 
any Gods, rules the universe. This is 
unacceptable, because the absence 
of divine providence would deprive 
utopian people of the greatest and 
almost the only incitement to virtue; 
that is the fear of the divine 
judgment and God’s punishment 
after death.22 Thus, concerning the 
role of religion(s) in Utopia, the 
important thing is that general 
consensus redirects the wide variety 
of forms of worship towards 
veneration of the divine power of 
nature, what More calls numen and 
maiestas naturae.23 

 
 
Utopia and Natural Religion 
 
It should be noted that, after 

Hythloday’s arrival, the citizens of 
the nova insula took a particular 
interest in Christianity. In fact, many 
of them converted to this “new” 
faith, whether because of the secret 
inspiration of God or because 
utopian people considered it closest 
to nature and reason. Here the 
concept of religion is clearly in-
fluenced by the Christian tradition, 
in respect of which More outlined a 
“natural” and “reasonable” dimen-
sion. For the English thinker religion 
is, in other words, an essential part 
of reason and, as such, an intrinsic 
characteristic of human beings.  
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Some explain this reasoning as a 
variation of a prisca theologia, 
through which the form of pre-
Christian thought concerning religion 
as well as the spiritual destiny of 
mankind have been assimilated to 
Christianity.24 This is due to the fact 
that human reason spontaneously 
tends towards the God of the 
Christians, not only through an insti-
tutionalized church, but also through 
an evangelical itinerary, within which 
the inhabitants of Utopia are 
included. They identify divine law 
with natural law, because living 
according to reason means living in 
harmony with nature; that is to say in 
accordance with the law and will of 
God. In this context – More seems to 
be saying – people naturally tend 
toward that monotheistic belief 
because this religion meets human 
reason. 

Likewise, few decades later the 
publication of Utopia (and precisely 
in 1553) Francesco Patrizi in his 
Città felice25 claimed that, although 
only some persons can teach the 
divine laws on earth, religion is a 
natural component of human reason.26 

Even in the 1602 Tommaso 
Campanella’s Città del sole, another 
key book of early utopianism, reli-
gion is described as religione natu-
rale (natural religion).27 Organized 
along strict communist lines, social 
and political life is here subject to 
divine law. The City of the sun is 
therefore the first example of 
religious utopia, in the strict sense of 
the expression; in this context the 
political, cultural and social structure 

of the community is based on one 
religious order. God is seen as a 
principle and universal virtue. But, 
like utopian people in More’s book, 
the inhabitants of Campanella’s City 
honour but do not worship (onorano, 
non adorano) the sun and the stars. 
This is because they consider them to 
be living representatives and signs of 
God, as the temples and living altars 
(siccome cose viventi, statue e templii 
di Dio ed altari animati del cielo).28 
However, their worship completely 
rejects idolatrous practices (culto di 
Latria) and the sun, in reality, is the 
mean by which they worship God. 
The inhabitants of the City con-
template His image through the sun, 
and this is the reason why they call it 
the sign of God: His face and living 
image, by means of which light, heat, 
life, and the making of all things 
good and bad proceed. Therefore 
they have built an altar like to the sun 
in shape (nel sole contemplano 
l’immagine di Dio, e lo nominano 
eccelso volto dell’Onnipotente, statua 
viva, fonte di ogni luce, calore, vita e 
felicità d’ogni cosa).29 

In these texts, while prioritizing 
natural religion, the utopian authors 
try to institute worship in the form of 
an amalgam of pagan and Christian 
motifs. In any case, or maybe for this 
very reason, they are forced to take 
into serious account the question of 
religious pluralism, which implies the 
manifestation of religion in the public 
sphere. Although in the line of 
Christian tradition, those texts reflect 
thus the tension between the univer-
sal need to ensure the welfare of the 
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commonwealth and the cultural-reli-
gious autonomy of specific groups.  

After all, we must remember that, 
in the real world and along with the 
publication of these utopian texts, 
both Christian tradition and political 
powers had to face issues raised by 
the Protestant Reformation; what in 
fact led to both changes in the 
religious geography of Europe and 
the age of religious wars. 

 
 
The Spiritual Dimension of 
Utopia  
 
As already outlined in Plato’s 

Republic, since the modern age and 
especially after Thomas More’s 
famous book, the concept of utopia 
shares the desire for a perfect world, 
maintaining at the same time the 
search for salvation of souls. In this 
sense, utopia constitutes an un-real 
space where the city of God (heaven) 
and the city of men (earth) may 
converge. In this way, it provides 
reasons to convert chaos (from Greek 
χάος, a state of non-being prior to 
creation)30 into cosmos (where the 
world and the universe are regarded 
as a complex and orderly system).31 
In other terms, utopia unveils the 
tension between the displeasures of 
the existing-present reality and the 
promise of an ideal-future world. 
Hence, it exposes the dialectic (inter) 
relation between the realism of the 
here and now and the gaze focused 
on the temporal and spatial horizon.  

In this context, religion represents 
the point of departure for exploring 

the essence of utopia as a fictional 
genre that, in away or another, has 
made a significant contribution to the 
development of Western thought and 
(through its interaction with the 
stream of history made by the real 
world) the relative model of 
constitutional democracy.  

Under this aspect, it is important 
to note that the political and religious 
disruption of the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries impacted the 
concept of utopia, which was quite 
heterogeneous, especially in its 
spiritual dimension.32 Indeed, this 
dimension revealed significant 
differences amid utopian authors. For 
example, those who sustained 
Reformation tended to imagine an 
ideal country where religion was 
placed at the service of the purity of 
the Gospel. On the other hand, those 
who fought against Reformation 
promoted a version of utopia where 
strict and institutionalised religious 
values governed social and political 
life of the imaginary State; this is, for 
example, the case of Ludovico 
Agostini’s Repubblica immaginaria 
(1575-1580)33 that, not by chance, 
was a mouthpiece for counter-
Reformation or, at least, for the most 
orthodox Roman Catholicism.34 

Despite big and noteworthy diffe-
rences, there are in any case some 
common characteristics that can be 
extrapolated from the utopian genre 
of the early modern age. One of them 
is the conviction that it is impossible 
to build an ideal State on purely 
secular values. As clearly stated in 
More’s book, only the fear of God 
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(his judgment during life on earth and 
his punishment after death) could 
guarantee the virtue in the ideal 
country. In this cultural milieu, 
religion becomes the driving forces 
behind utopian nations, which are 
unimaginable without some reference 
to the divine order. In brief, religion 
becomes one the most powerful 
machine of the utopian creativity. 
This explains why in many utopian 
texts the social hierarchy draws inspi-
ration from contemporary religious 
models, such as those referring to 
monastic life.35 

Another common element is 
given by the fact that, generally, 
during this period utopian authors 
refuse a passive attitude. Instead of 
waiting passively for salvation, they 
want to influence both individuals’ 
existence and the spatial-temporal 
organization of community. But this 
means neither renouncing the sacred 
order nor affirming the absence of a 
religious dimension in the ideal State. 
On the contrary, the role of religion 
in utopia is twofold: it gives shape to 
the promise of divine paradise, while 
foreshadowing a new prophecy, the 
creation of a human paradise on 
earth. Hence, nourished by the idea 
of social and political renewal, the 
discourse of utopia also refers to the 
restoration of unity and original 
perfection. In utopian writings the re-
novation and the re-organization of 
society take on religious attributes 
and becomes a space of redemption. 

Under this perspective, over the 
years utopian authors began none-
theless to show hostility towards the 

religious institutions, including eccle-
siastical ones. By this way, and by 
the revolutionary process of enligh-
tenment, from the eighteenth century 
onwards, utopia began to openly 
question the validity of religion itself. 
In particular, during this period 
utopian thought was used in order to 
discuss matters pertaining to the best 
form of government, which inevi-
tably led to criticise some dogmas.  

As matter of fact, these dogmas 
started to be subject to the censure of 
enlightened and reasoned thinking, 
which was against the exercise of 
political despotisms, often justified 
by references to religious precepts 
(whether Catholic or Protestant). 

 
 
A “Secular” Form of Utopia  
 
In spite of that, the concept of 

utopia continued to be based on 
transcendental elements and, as such, 
it was constantly looking for an 
eschatological meaning, an infallible 
order, and a supreme law. During the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
the spiritual dimension of utopia was 
translated into the belief in human 
action, supporting a vision of uni-
verse without God: “[r]eligion was to 
be dethroned through intellectual 
demolition and social privatisation, 
leading to the modern mutually 
parasitic dualism of the secular and 
the religious”.36 Furthermore, the 
theory and practice of life in society 
and the State’s political power were 
elevated to a religion, as demonstra-
ted by Jan Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s 
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utopian ideas37 of the general will 
and the Sovereign, within which 
persons would “be forced to be 
free”.38 And, perhaps, it is not by 
chance that these ideas drew their 
“being wholly from the sanctity of 
the [social] contract”39  and the civil 
religion, whose dogmas “ought to be 
few, simple, and exactly worded, 
without explanation or commentary”:  

[t]he existence of a mighty, 
intelligent and beneficent Divinity, 
possessed of foresight and 
providence, the life to come, the 
happiness of the just, the punishment 
of the wicked, the sanctity of the 
social contract and the laws: these 
are its positive dogmas.40 

Without renouncing the habit of 
metaphysical and mystic abstrac-
tions, it seems that Rousseau wanted 
to introduce a secular version in the 
line of thought of utopia,41 which was 
later placed at the service of the 
contemporary leviathan State and its 
collective divinities42 (nation, demos, 
race, political party, leader, etc.).43  

Hence, during and after the great 
human tragedies of the twentieth 
century, utopia itself and its tradition 
began to be questioned, repudiated 
and overturned by an opposite genre 
called “dystopia”. Examples of that 
are the 1921 Yevgeny Zamyatin’s 
novel We (which sketches the image 
of a society in which life is governed 
by strict reason and in which 
emotional impulses are prohibited), 
the 1932 Aldous Huxley’s Brave 
New World (depicting a world state 
with strict control over reproduction 
and consumption) the 1949 George 

Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four 
(which envisions a totalitarian regime 
with total surveillance), the 1971 
Ursula K. Le Guin’s The Lathe of 
Heaven (addressing the tragic 
paradoxes of the realized utopia) and 
the 1985 Margaret Atwood’s The 
Handmaid’s Tale (which describe a 
imaginary State where all women are 
exploited by the pseudo-religious 
regime). Whereas utopian authors 
frequently describe a homogeneous 
society, which is so harmonious that 
there is simply no need for dissent, 
dystopian writings regularly contain a 
theme of rebellion and a search for an 
alternative system. In this sense, 
dystopia points out the variety and 
unpredictability of human nature, its 
extraordinary capabilities, but also its 
manifest limitations. For these very 
reasons, no one should aspire to 
coerce men, not even into happiness.  

Along with these form of fictional 
narrative, from the second half of the 
last century some authors pointed at 
the negative effects of utopianism 
trough analyses based on rigorous 
empirical observation. This is the 
case, for examples, of Karl Popper 
who demonstrated how the attempt to 
make heaven on heart might often 
produce real hell.44  

 
 
Conclusion. Religion and 
Utopia at the Present Time  
 
At the present time, however, in 

some part of the world utopia is 
experiencing an unexpected success 
that, once again, is particularly sup-
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ported by some religious doctrines, 
such as those referring to Islam.  

Especially in the MENA (Middle 
East and North Africa) region and in 
the so-called Arab world, for many 
Muslims the utopian paradise is now 
at the centre of their life. As such, 
this element is able to strongly 
influence the public discourse, the 
collective imagination of numerous 
young people and, of course, 
religious sermons. It has thus become 
a goal for several individuals and 
groups, replacing their dreams of 
social welfare, political stability and 
economic development; what, since 
post-war decolonization, have been 
constantly promised by the Arab 
elites.45 Described as a place of 
pleasures, this contemporary version 
of utopia appears, in other words, the 
exact opposite of the living condition 
of the left-behind Muslims, whose 
real-life experiences are often domi-
nated by wars, bloody regimes and 
economic failures.  

In this context, the original source 
for the imaginary heaven is the Holy 
Quran and some Hadiths,46 as 
copiously portrayed and developed in 
Islamic literature for centuries. Yet in 
recent times this ideal place is 
defined in detail by preachers, imams 
and in religious writings. Hence, it 
has become the (no)place dreamed of 
by the poor people, the excluded and 
the unemployed. Thanks also to some 
religious elites, who has promoted it 
as a mean of recruitment, it has also 
stimulated the imagination of the 
terrorists, the suicide bombers and 
the misogynists.47 From here stems 

the double facets of this paradise, 
which is often supported by the 
vision of middle-rich class life in the 
Western world, what is at once 
desired and hatred.  

Many Muslims dream of going to 
the West. Among them, however, 
there are those (the vast majority) 
who do so in order to build a better 
life for and those (the extreme but 
also very dangerous minority) who 
want to subjugate the Western 
civilization and, if this is not 
possible, destroy it from outside and 
within. In both cases, the principal 
motivation is often the sense of 
isolation and despair these people 
have been experiencing in the last 
decades. Which, as regards the latter 
category of “utopian believers”, is 
sometimes relived by the prospect of 
earning a place in Islamic paradise.48  

From this point of view, it should 
be noted that the western-based 
Islamic terrorists normally are not 
militant vanguard of Muslim 
community; “they are lost generation, 
unmoored form traditional societies 
and cultures, frustrated by a Western 
society that does not meet their 
expectation”. Hence, they “find their 
cause in the utopia of a universal 
ummah, in an abstract an pure 
Islam”.49 The fact remains that, in 
order to get to heaven, they first has 
to die and kill other persons. Besides, 
in doing so they do not really bring 
any tangible benefits to Islam, nor do 
they bring any real changes in the life 
of many Muslims in the Arab world 
and elsewhere.  
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All this shows once again that, 
even in the light of other traditions 
and different geo-political contexts, 
utopia and religion maintain their 
permanent and challenging features, 
like those that have been emerging in 
the Western thought since Thomas 
More’s famous book (if not 
beforehand): they may be powerful 
tools in promoting and shaping a 
better world; but, their attempt to 

make heaven on earth may also lead 
to hell, whose road, as is well known, 
is often paved with good, respectable, 
honourable intentions.  

From here stems the main reason 
why, like any other potent and 
effective idea, utopia and religion 
must be handled with great caution, 
without losing contact with the 
concrete facts of experience and the 
multiple facets of reality. 
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